Stochastic growth models were fitted to length-increment data of eastern king prawns, Melicertus plebejus (Hess, 1865), tagged across eastern Australia. The estimated growth parameters and growth transition matrix are for each sex representative of the species' geographical distribution. Our study explicitly displays the stochastic nature of prawn growth. Capturing length-increment growth heterogeneity for short-lived exploited species such as prawns that cannot be readily aged is essential for length-based modelling and improved management.
INTRODUCTION
Growth estimates of prawns are commonly derived from length-increment data under captive (e.g. Do Thi Thanh et al., 2010) and field (e.g. Wang et al., 1995) experimental conditions. Eastern king prawns, Melicertus plebejus (Hess, 1865) , an eastern Australia endemic species, has the typical life cycle of commercial penaeids with an estuarine and oceanic phase (e.g. Young & Carpenter, 1977) . Melicertus plebejus undertake an extensive migration from southern New South Wales to central Queensland, constituting the basis of commercial trawl fisheries in both states. Lucas (1974) produced growth estimates based on tag-recapture data from 51 females and 44 males released in Moreton Bay, Queensland. Ruello (1975) presented length-increment data for 38 individuals released across New South Wales but did not fit a growth model to these data. Glaister et al. (1987) produced growth estimates based on tag-recapture data from 87 females and 70 males released in northern New South Wales. These studies used deterministic growth models, providing only average values of growth parameters and ignoring the natural variation in growth among individuals generated by spatial and temporal variations in food, temperature and other environmental factors. Furthermore, growth estimates derived from these studies are based on small sample sizes restricted to a fraction of the species distribution. Given that M. plebejus are considered to form a single-unit stock across whole eastern Australia (Montgomery, 1990) , growth estimates representative of the whole stock are required. In addition, quantitative management advice for hard-to-age species such as prawns, crabs and rock lobsters is derived from size-structured population dynamics models (Punt et al., 2009) . For implementing such models, a sizetransition matrix (i.e. the probability of growing from one size-class to each of a range of other size classes in a set time step) is required.
